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	1. Chapter 1

Heartless  
>part 1<p>

April's eyes opened, her first waking thoughts nebulous and hard to grasp. Turning her head, a glance at the bedside clock told her it was nearly two am. The farm house seemed quiet and April wasn't sure what had awakened her.

She closed her eyes again, wiggling into a more comfortable position, but after a few minutes found that she couldn't capture sleep again. Feeling a little warm, April kicked the blanket aside, lying still for another couple of minutes before deciding that a bit of fresh air might help.

It was only a few steps from her bed to the window. Pushing aside the curtain, April unlatched the window and raised the sash.

The air smelled clean with just a hint of moisture in it and April glanced up at the sky, expecting that there would be clouds. Instead all she saw were twinkling stars and a quarter moon.

Her eyes strayed across the yard where she could just make out the outline of the swing set. Beyond that was the woods, too dark to see into.

Looking off to one side towards an open meadow, April noticed that area seemed much brighter. Deciding that had to be due to a play of light and shadow, she sighed and prepared to return to bed.

From the corner of her eye April caught movement and swiftly returned to her perusal of the meadow. Wisps of low mist stretched across the ground, hiding all but the tallest of the grasses that grew there.

The mist curled and twisted on itself, dancing in an almost mesmerizing way. So enthralled with watching its ebb and flow, April almost didn't comprehend the fact that she was seeing something else in the meadow, something nearly inexplicable.

With a frown, April pressed her forehead against the window glass so she could get a better look. Standing completely still in the meadow, surrounded by the rolling mist, was a woman. Though the quarter moon did not give off a lot of light, there was a strange glow about the woman, almost as if she was backlit by a small lamp.

April quickly lifted the window sash further and stuck her head outside. The distance was too great to afford her details, but April could see that the woman wore a light colored diaphanous gown of sorts, the sleeves long and puffy. Her hair appeared to be dark and it hung loose, nearly to her waist.

Not once since April first spotted her did the woman move. A shiver tickled April's spine then, because it almost seemed as if the woman was looking directly at her.

April mentally kicked herself for having such a fanciful flight of imagination. The woman was no doubt looking at the house, perhaps in need of assistance and unsure as to whether she should approach.

Closing the window, April crossed to the bed, sliding her feet into her shoes before retrieving her robe. Pulling it on, she grabbed a flashlight from her dressing table and hurried out of the room.

The nearest bedroom to hers belonged to Leo, and April went directly to it, tapping lightly on the door. As she expected, the turtle leader responded within seconds.

"April?" Leo asked, looking wide awake but confused at the early wake up call.

"There's a woman in the meadow," April told him. "She's just standing there looking at the house. I think she needs help."

One of the things April liked about Leo was that he didn't waste time with questions when action was required. Leading the way towards the stairs, Leo used the side of his fist to bang once on the bedroom door next to his, rousing Donatello. As soon as the tall turtle saw April, he fell into step with her, a quick glance taking in the fact that she carried a flashlight.

The next door in line opened of its own accord, and a disgruntled Raph appeared. "What's going on? Who's making all the racket?"

"April spotted someone out there in the meadow," Leo explained.

"Intruder?" Casey asked, coming down from his attic bedroom, followed closely by Mikey.

"A woman," April answered, following Leo downstairs. "I think there's something wrong with her."

"Why would you think that? Just because she's wandering around in the middle of nowhere all by herself?" Raph asked sarcastically.

"Do we have anymore flashlights?" Leo asked.

"In the kitchen," Don said.

"You and Mikey grab a couple of them and go out the back way," Leo instructed. "The rest of us will go out the front, just in case she's already made it to the house. We'll meet up at the meadow if none of us sees her."

Signaling for Mikey to come with him, Don quickly strode towards the kitchen. Looking back over his shoulder, he watched April go through the front door just behind his oldest brother.

Once outside, April skipped up next to Leo, determined to stay with him at the front of their search. Since she was the only one with a flashlight, it wasn't necessary for her to ask him to slow down.

The woman was nowhere near the house, so the group headed for the meadow. When they were around the house, April saw the bouncing beam of another pair of flashlights and in a second the foursome had caught up to Don and Mikey.

"We didn't see anyone," Don said, handing an extra flashlight to Leo while Mikey passed one each to Raph and Casey.

"She wasn't moving when I saw her," April said. "It was almost as if she was afraid to come up to the house."

"If she sees all of us coming at her it might scare her even more," Mikey said.

April jogged a few steps ahead of the group and then turned to face them, stopping the others. "Let me go first. You guys stay back so she doesn't get frightened."

"We ain't gonna stay too far back," Raph warned her. "If she brought some trouble along, we need to be close enough to take it on."

"I didn't see anyone else, but I'll be cautious," April promised.

Before going into the meadow, April got her bearings by locating her bedroom window. She took her directional cue from that point and then moved into the tall grass.

Damp leaves slapped against her pajama bottoms, soaking them fairly quickly. It didn't take long for a distinct chill to set into her skin, but April ignored the feeling, determined to find and aid the woman she'd seen.

Behind her April could hear the turtles and Casey. They were maintaining an even distance from her; not so close that they'd alarm the woman once April found her, but near enough to be of assistance if needed.

The only problem was that April was certain she should be able to see the woman by now. Frowning, she wondered if the woman was hiding, having seen the large group exit the farm house.

"Hello? Miss? I saw you from my window," April called. "I'm here to help you. Did you have car problems? Hello?"

Though she received no answer, April kept going, her eyes continuously sweeping the terrain. The beam from her flashlight wasn't much help; it kept her from tripping over the larger clumps of grass but the mist made her light bounce back at her whenever she tried to look ahead.

April wasn't sure how far she'd gone but after a while was certain she'd reached the place where the woman had been. She was no longer anywhere to be found and was not responding to April's repeated calls.

Finally April stopped and huffed in frustration. She was wet and cold and knew that the woman had to feel the same, if not worse. At least April was wearing long pants and a robe, the mystery woman had only appeared to be garbed in a thin gown.

"If there was someone here, she's gone now," Casey said, sliding up alongside April.

"What do you mean 'if'?" April asked, frowning at him. "Of course she was here. She obviously ran off when she saw us coming."

"That makes no sense at all," Casey said. "Why walk within yards of a house in the middle of the night if you don't need help?"

"Yeah," Mikey seconded. "If she needed help, she could have knocked on the door. Maybe she saw Raph's face and that scared her off."

"Wait until she sees your face after I get done rearranging it," Raph growled.

"Stop it you two," Leo admonished, seeing how agitated April appeared to be.

"Maybe she's fainted," April said a touch frantically. "Maybe she's lying out there in the grass and we can't see her."

"Is this the area she was in?" Don asked.

Nodding, April answered, "Yes."

"How much time has elapsed since you first saw her?" Don asked.

April glanced at Leo and said, "It took maybe three minutes to get to Leo's door and another three or four to make it out the front door."

"Add another minute to the meadow. Say eight minutes on the outside," Don calculated. "She can't have gone far unless she started running."

"Well if she was running I doubt she needs our help," Raph said.

"Let's separate out from this point," Leo said. "We'll form a big circular search pattern. Sweep the ground with your light and yell if you find her."

"Anything to get this over with," Raph grumbled.

The search party spread out and began walking away from each other. Periodically one of them would call out to the missing woman, but there was never an answer. They kept it up for almost fifteen minutes before Leo finally stopped.

"Everyone come back!" Leo shouted.

Converging back at the starting point, the group of six all looked at each other. It was clear that none of them had found anything, not even a clue to where the woman could have gone.

"There isn't much more we can do out here in the dark," Don said gently, looking at April.

With a sigh April nodded. "I suppose she's all right. We're so far from anyone that she had to have come from the road, but that's a long walk and she couldn't have seen the house from there."

"Who knows why humans do anything?" Raph asked grouchily. "Let's go back inside and dry off."

They all turned and trudged back towards the house. April wanted nothing more than to get out of her wet things and slide back under her blanket, but she couldn't get thoughts of the strange woman out of her head.

When they reached the front porch, the others proceeded inside, but April stopped and turned to look around. She couldn't help but wonder if the woman had gone into the woods and might be watching them even now.

Leo's voice snapped her out of her trance. "We'll go out in the morning and pick up her tracks, how does that sound? That will at least tell us where she came from."

April smiled at him. "Sounds good. Thanks Leo. I'm really curious now and it'll bug me until I get some answers."

"Same here," Leo in agreement. "Come on inside so I can lock up."

Following him indoors, April dashed upstairs to change while Leo locked the door and turned out the lights. In her room, April took a final look out of the window and then firmly shut it.

Out of her wet things and in dry ones, April crawled between the sheets and plumped her pillow before lying down. Staring up at the ceiling, the image of the woman standing in the meadow came back to her.

For a second there it had almost seemed as if the woman was floating on the mist. Shaking her head, April flipped onto her side and closed her eyes. She really needed to rein in her imagination.

TBC…


	2. Chapter 2

Heartless  
>part 2<p>

As soon as it was light enough the next morning to see where they were going, April and the guys returned to the meadow. Bright sunshine had dissipated the mist and the eerie aspect from the night before was replaced by a field of cheerfully waving grass and colorful flowers.

"Whereabouts would you say the woman was standing?" Leo asked.

Once more April turned to get a sightline from her bedroom window. "I had to lean out to get a good look at her," she said. After a moment April pointed towards an area of the meadow. "She was standing over there."

Following her directions, the group traipsed through the meadow, their eyes open for some sign of the woman. They had walked a little ways without seeing anything when Leo stopped and asked, "April, are you sure this is the right spot?"

"I'm certain Leo," April said. "_Our_ tracks from last night are here, we should at least be able to find hers."

Raph was squatting nearby, scanning the ground around him. "I ain't seeing anything. No strange foot prints at all."

"There has to be," April insisted.

"Let's fan out," Don suggested. "The light was low last night and with the movement of the mist, it would be easy for the optics to be thrown off. We could be yards from where she was actually standing."

"He's right," April agreed with relief. "I should have thought of that. The first time I spotted her I was pressing my face to the window glass. We're probably looking in the wrong area entirely."

"Everyone pick a direction and keep looking," Leo instructed.

They spent another half hour searching, going far beyond the area visible from anywhere in the farm house and even into the woods. There were no out of place prints at all.

It was clear that April was growing agitated by their lack of clues. Afraid that someone else would say the wrong thing, Don finally spoke up.

"If she was a small woman wearing soft soled shoes, it's possible she wouldn't have left prints," Don offered.

"Sure. It's also possible that Red dreamed the whole thing," Casey said with a grin.

April spun on him. "I did _not_ dream that woman. I was wide awake and she was here."

Casey held his hands up in mock surrender, obviously not taking her very seriously. "Okay, okay, if you say so."

Don came over to stand next to April and glared at Casey. "I believe her."

Hoping to avert a war, Leo said, "Our main goal was to make sure that woman wasn't lying out here in need of help. She's not so there's no point in continuing the search. Let's go back to the farm house."

"Yeah, later on we'll probably catch a news cast about a stranded motorist," Raph said, agreeing with Leo because he wasn't in the mood to listen to Don and Casey's bickering. "Mystery solved."

Although reluctant to leave without proving her point, April trudged back to the house alongside Donnie. She decided that if they wanted to believe she'd imagined the whole thing then that was their problem. April knew that she hadn't.

When it came time for the local televised news broadcast, Raph had to practically drag Mikey away from his cartoons so that April could have the TV. Leo was outside working with Casey on his ninjitsu, but Don appeared as soon as the news began and sat on the couch with April to watch.

There was no mention of a traffic accident or stranded motorist or of anything at all that would explain a lone woman wandering around the countryside alone. When the broadcast ended, April turned the television off, leaning back against the cushions and scowling at the darkened screen.

"I did not imagine that woman," April declared adamantly.

"The news wouldn't report anything if the woman simply had a flat tire or something minor like that," Don said reassuringly. "Maybe she decided to stretch her legs while her companion changed the tire. She was probably embarrassed to be caught wandering around private property and ran back to her car as soon as she saw our flashlights."

April glanced up at him, awarding his efforts with a smile. "I'm sure you're right, Donnie. Let's go outside and work on my training. I don't want to think about this anymore."

"Deal," Don said and quickly jumped up, offering April his hand, which she accepted.

The remainder of the day passed as it normally did. April was still a little annoyed at Casey and during practice made a point of sparring with him so that she could throw him a few times. Watching him slowly push himself back to his feet and dust the dirt from his jeans lifted her spirits immensely.

When night rolled around and it was time for bed, April changed into her pajamas and then stood at her window for several minutes. Though dark out it was quite clear, with just a bit more than a quarter of the moon showing now.

Before fully closing her window, April leaned out to get a look at the meadow. With no mist to conceal the ground, it looked almost as it did during the day, the vegetation easily visible. Shaking her head, April locked up for the night and turned in.

April had been in the midst of a completely innocuous dream when she suddenly woke. Lying perfectly still she realized her heart was beating rapidly in her chest for no apparent reason. Eyes wide, she finally rolled over so that she could see the clock. It was one fifty am, exactly the same time that she'd awakened the night before.

Sliding out of bed, April walked slowly to her window. Hand on the curtain she hesitated, drawn to look out but not sure that she really wanted to.

"This is no way for a kunoichi to behave," April muttered before flinging the curtain aside.

She didn't bother trying to look outside until she'd unlocked the window and pushed the sash all of the way open. Then April leaned out of the window, her head immediately turning towards the meadow.

The heavy, low mist had once again enveloped the meadow. April watched it curl and twist on itself, realizing then that the area seemed brighter because the moonlight bounced off of the heavy ground curtain the way the beam from her flashlight had done the night before.

April knew that she was purposefully avoiding lifting her gaze, somehow knowing in advance what she would see. Finally her eyes moved up and trailed from the edge towards the center of the meadow.

There stood the woman again, in the same diaphanous gown. Her body was turned in April's direction, but she wasn't moving.

Feeling unnerved, April abruptly pulled back from the window. As soon as her view of the woman was cut off, April began to experience a sense of annoyance that was greater than her initial alarm.

This time she didn't bother with a robe, instead quickly pushing her feet into her shoes and snatching up her flashlight. Only when she reached her bedroom door did April slow down, determined to make no noise that might wake the guys.

Moving silently down the stairs, April tiptoed to the door and opened it just wide enough for her slim body to fit through. She made it to the porch and then down into the yard without alerting anyone, feeling rather proud of her ninja stealth skills.

April did not utilize the flashlight, wanting to get as close to the woman as she could without being seen. To that end, she crouched low as she scampered across the yard, hoping that the woman was actually looking up towards her window and would not notice her approach.

When April reached the edge of the meadow she dropped to one knee, remaining partially bent over. From that position she could just see over the waving mist into the meadow, spotting the woman right away.

Even though April was much closer to her quarry, she still could not make out the woman's facial features. The veil of hair was partially to blame but April thought the woman had tipped her head down, possibly sensing April's presence, and that position placed her face in shadow.

Wanting to be as close to the woman as possible in case she tried to get away again, April once more started forward. Entering the meadow in the same crouched position was like pushing through a veil; the mist curled around her body and cut off her view of her own feet.

The fear of tripping over something or tangling her legs in a clump of grass prevented April from moving fast. She was not as concerned with that as she was with keeping the woman in her sights.

Just when she felt as though she was getting within pouncing distance, April stepped into a large puddle of water. There was a loud splash and April's ankle turned, causing her to let out a yelp. Falling forward onto her hands prevented her from spraining the ankle, but she lost her view of the strange woman.

Unable to see the flashlight, which had flown from her hands when she went down, April had to feel around in the mud. A couple of seconds passed before her fingers closed on the plastic cylinder and she quickly jumped to her feet.

April was actually surprised to find that when she looked up, the woman was still there, although she seemed to be just as far off as when April first started towards her. Certain that the woman had not moved during her approach, April figured that the sound of her fall had startled the woman into backing away.

Since it was no longer necessary to hide her presence, April glanced down at her flashlight, finding the on switch and flicking it to life. When she looked back up again, the woman was gone.

"You've got to be kidding me," April mumbled to herself, shining the light all around her. At length she called out, "Miss? I'm from the farmhouse. I saw you out here last night. Please don't run away!"

Pausing to listen, April heard exactly nothing, not even the sounds of the owls who hunted in the nearby woods. Wiping the mud from one of her hands onto her pajama bottoms, April switched her grip on the flashlight so she could repeat the process with her other hand, all the while searching the area where the woman had been standing.

"Hello?" April shouted as she took a few more steps forward, but there was no answer.

Eventually April gave up, too wet and muddy to want to search anymore. She was frustrated with the entire thing, guessing that the woman came from one of the outlying farms and was sleep walking, or that she simply enjoyed playing games. April was not in the least amused.

Turning away, April began the trek back towards the farm house. Feeling fairly irritated, April made a mental note that the next time she went on a grocery run she'd make some discreet inquiries as to who else lived in the vicinity.

April had just stepped out of the meadow when a noise stopped her. Frowning, she listened for it again, thinking that it might have been a breeze rustling the dry stalks of grass. Again she heard it, like a faint whisper, sounding far away.

The air was completely still and April knew it couldn't have been the wind. Remaining where she was, the sound came to her once more, seeming to ride along the top of the mist.

_"Why~"_

April nearly tripped herself again as she spun around. The hair on the back of her neck was standing up, chills sweeping up and down her body. No one was in sight; no one close enough for her to be able to hear them, yet she was sure she had.

Waiting, April barely breathed, hoping that the woman would speak again. After a couple of minutes, April tried talking to her.

"Hello? Are you still there?" April asked.

Dead silence. April could hear the sound of her own heart beat drumming in her ears and that was all.

Releasing a long, shaky breath, April started back to the house. She'd managed three steps when the mournful sound was repeated, the whispered words whipping around her like a chilly blast of arctic air.

_"So~ cruel~ . . . ."_

Clutching her flashlight to her chest, April turned, expecting to see the woman standing there.

Instead, something grabbed her arm from behind.

TBC….
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As soon as April felt the grip on her arm she twisted out of the hold, simultaneously turning and swinging at her assailant.

Her palm connected with a resounding _smack_ against solid skin.

"Ouch!"

"Donnie!" April exclaimed, eyes wide with surprise.

Rubbing the side of his face, Don said, "I should be more careful about sneaking up on you. What are you doing out here at this time of the morning?"

"I could ask you the same thing," April replied.

"I came out to check on one of my experiments in the barn. I'd set my alarm so I wouldn't oversleep; the timing was critical," Don explained. "You're covered in mud."

April glanced down at herself, grimacing at the mess. "I tripped in a puddle," she said ruefully. "It's hard to see water hazards in the dark."

"But why were you out here in the first place? Did you see someone again?" Don asked, looking past her at the meadow, a puzzled expression on his face.

"No," April lied. "I just wanted another look at the meadow under the same conditions as when I saw that woman last night. I had a thought that maybe she'd come over here from some new house in the vicinity. It's been a long time since I was last out here with my Dad and I don't know how much the area has built up. If she'd arrived at the meadow from a house, I got to thinking that if it's not visible during the day, I might be able to see its lights after dark."

"You could have done that earlier, before we'd all turned in for the night," Don said. "I'd have helped you."

"I know you would," April said, giving him a smile. She never made a big deal out of his devotion to her but it warmed April all the same. Don was very special to her.

So was Casey. April didn't want them vying for her attention, she didn't want them at odds with each other. Keeping them both at arms distance and trying to be nothing more than sisterly with her affections was the best way she knew of to preserve their new little family unit.

"Walk me back to the house," April requested, taking Don's arm in hers. "Unless you're not finished in the barn."

"I'm all done," Don said, blushing a bit the way he tended to do when she was near. "I was locking up when I saw you come out of the meadow. By the way, were you talking to yourself? I thought I heard to speak."

April laughed self-consciously. "Actually, I was calling myself clumsy for having falling down. I'll have to do the wash tomorrow since I'm nearly out of things to wear to bed. I'm glad I left so much clothing here those times when Dad and I vacationed at the house."

It was amusing to see the look of discomfort on Don's face when April mentioned clothes. He probably wanted to say he wasn't burdened with the problem but didn't think the comment would be proper.

Don really was rather old-fashioned in his gallantry, something that April found very endearing about him. Contrast that with Casey's brash suggestiveness which, April had to admit, was often titillating. Those two were very much opposites in many ways and April was no less drawn to either of them because of those personality traits.

They entered the house together, both doing so quietly so as not to wake anyone else. At the top of the stairs April parted company with Don, telling him she needed to wash up.

After she got the mud off of her skin, April retired to her bedroom and changed clothes. She was about to crawl into bed when her glance fell on the window. A slight breeze ruffled the curtains, reminding April that she'd bolted from the room without closing the sash.

For a moment she debated with ignoring it and leaving the window open. Chiding herself for being foolish, April walked to the window, pushing the curtain away in order to reach the sash. At the last second she closed her eyes, determined not to look outside as she firmly secured the window.

Afterwards, it took no more than five minutes for her to fall asleep.

April did not feel her normal energetic self the following day. She was tired; not only from two nights of interrupted sleep, but also because the sleep she did get wasn't restful. There were dreams plaguing her, dreams she couldn't remember other than there was a disquieting intensity about them.

Possibly it was the fact that she wasn't well rested that made April impatient with everyone. She was not in the mood to practice but did so out of a feeling of duty rather than her usual enthusiasm. Casey's teasing annoyed her, she found Mikey's antics to be aggravating, Raph's bragging irritated her, and even Don's attentions grated on her nerves. The only reason she didn't feel testy with Leo was because he remained focused on their stated task.

The practice session couldn't have ended soon enough to suit April. She didn't notice the looks the guys gave her as they all separated, Leo and Mikey heading for the house while Don and Casey returned to separate projects in the barn.

Discontented with the day, April sat on the swing and rocked back and forth in a desultory fashion. The mere idea of going inside was unbearable; even the short amount of time she'd spent in the kitchen at breakfast was stifling. She wondered how odd the guys would think it if she decided to camp out in the yard and avoid the house entirely.

April completely lost track of time. Sitting on the swing, her thoughts drifted randomly, often going back to her life before she met the turtles. She wondered where her father was and if she'd ever see him again. Though her mind was far way, April's eyes were continually drawn to the meadow and she would stare unblinking at it for long moments.

It was only when a figure walked directly towards her that April snapped out of her deep reverie and looked up. Donatello gave her a shy smile as he approached, a plate containing a large sandwich in his hand.

"You missed lunch," Don said. "I made you your favorite."

April hadn't even thought about food or that she might be hungry, but the sandwich did look good and Don had even placed a couple of pickle slices on the plate too.

"Thank you," April said, accepting the plate from him. Patting the seat next to her, April indicated he should sit down.

He didn't try to make small talk as April began to eat, for which she was grateful. Don didn't stare at her either, his gaze politely averted as he pretended to be interested in studying a bird's nest in a nearby tree.

April had finished the sandwich and was munching on a pickle when Don finally spoke. "Are you feeling all right, April? You seem very . . . withdrawn today."

Sighing, April said, "I'm okay, just feeling a little claustrophobic. The day is nice and I haven't wanted to go inside."

Don glanced around them and said, "It is nice out here. Being surrounded by trees instead of buildings takes some getting used to. As a turtle I should probably feel more at home in the woods than in the big city."

"I guess it depends on what you're used to," April murmured, settling back on the seat. "Out here the pond would probably have been your home."

"Pond?" Don asked. "That seems like it would be kind of small for a turtle's needs."

"Not the pond you're thinking of, the other one. The fishing pond," April said, pointing at the meadow. "You go that direction to reach it."

"We haven't seen that one yet," Don said.

"In the summers after my mom . . . well, when my mom wasn't around anymore, my dad and I used to come out here and spend a couple of weeks," April reminisced, a faraway look in her eyes. "We'd get up really early, before daybreak, grab our fishing gear and head out across the meadow to the pond. You know, it's funny . . . ."

When she paused, Don noticed her brow had furrowed as though something was puzzling her and asked, "What's funny?"

"In all those years I rarely remember there being a mist shrouding the meadow," April said. "Yes we'd have the occasional fog bank, but that would cover the _whole_ area, not just the meadow. Do you remember how the meadow looked the last couple of nights?"

"I remember the mist was definitely confined to the meadow," Don answered.

"It didn't spill over into the yard at all Donnie," April told him. "Remember? The mist stopped right at the edge of the meadow."

Don looked thoughtful. "Come to think of it that is _very_ odd. The yard is mowed in a straight line where it touches the meadow and the mist ended in that same straight line. That's an atmospheric anomaly."

"Are you guys still talking about the vanishing woman?" Casey asked, a teasing tone to his voice.

The pair on the swing had been so engrossed in their conversation that they hadn't seen Casey and Mikey wander out of the woods together.

"No we weren't," Don answered quickly, aware that Casey's attitude about that event annoyed April. "But since you brought it up, I'm sure that woman had her reasons for hiding from us."

Casey smirked at him. "Can't think of any. Why don't you tell me a few of them and while you're at it, how she disappeared like that?"

Mikey's eyes widened, his expression suddenly fearful. "Maybe squirrels got her."

"Don't be an idiot," April said sharply. "There are no such things as killer squirrels."

All three males stared at her in surprise. It was true that sometimes Mikey's fanciful imagination tried their patience and they'd lash out at him, but April never had.

"Chill April, I'm just trying to help," Mikey said, his face melting into a pout.

"Oh gosh, I'm sorry Mikey," April apologized, feeling terrible. She had no idea why she'd said what she did. "I'm just really sick of talking about that woman."

Mikey brightened. "It's all cool. Squirrels don't make sense anyway. I bet she was a ghost."

With that pronouncement he bounced off towards the house, his mind no doubt already on other things.

April wrapped her arms around herself, feeling unexpectedly chilled. It was a mild day, warm in the sun, and there was no reason for her to be cold.

"Maybe you should go inside Red," Casey said with a note of concern. "You don't look like you're feeling too good."

"Tired," April responded. "That's all, just tired."

Don stood up. "Come inside with us and lie down. We'll make sure everyone is quiet."

As much as she disliked the thought of leaving the outdoors, April wanted to be warm again. Rather than argue about it, she walked along with Don and Casey back into the farm house.

One look at the stairs leading to the bedrooms and April balked. The idea of being cooped up and alone in her room made her feel colder still. Without a word, she turned and went into the living room, plopping down on the couch. Kicking her shoes off, April tossed a throw pillow against one arm of the couch and lay down.

The television was on, the volume low, and April's eyes stayed fixed on the screen. It didn't matter what was playing, the mind numbing effects of objects flashing by soon had her feeling drowsy. Before long she was sound asleep.

True to his word, Don enlisted Casey's help in maintaining a quiet household. Mikey was allowed to watch his cartoon, but not to adjust the volume. He practically sat on top of the television, but was otherwise satisfied.

April appeared so peaceful that the guys chose not to wake her for dinner. Later, when everyone was turning in for the night, Don and Casey stood behind the couch looking down at the slumbering girl.

"Maybe we should get her upstairs to her bed," Don suggested, looking unsure.

"Nah, leave her alone. Let her sleep," Casey said, lifting the blanket from the back of the couch and draping it over April. "Come on Don, she'll be fine."

Casey started upstairs, pausing part way up to see what was delaying the turtle. Don cut off the overhead lights, but decided to leave a small lamp burning, in case April woke and became disoriented. Then he followed Casey, glancing one last time at April before proceeding on to his room.

The house creaked and groaned around the sleeping girl as it settled but soon those sounds were gone, leaving an almost complete silence. There had been a measure of comfort to the low noises made by the other occupants during the daylight hours, but now the total stillness bled into April's subconscious to disturb her.

Images rolled behind her closed eyes, hints of a dream without the dreamlike quality of something created by her own mind. The pictures were surreal and hypnotic, painted in sepia tones, featuring people April did not recognize. There was a violence to them that had April moaning in her sleep, fighting the need to warn someone against the greater need to flee.

Suddenly her eyes flew open and April sat straight up. It took her a moment to realize that she was on the couch and when she reluctantly glanced at the wall clock, April saw that it was one fifty am, just as she feared.

Snatching the blanket from where it had pooled around her feet, April pulled it up to her neck, determined to remain exactly where she was. Minutes ticked by, taking with them to urge to go outside.

April had started to relax again when she once more heard the voice from the night before; the voice of the woman in the meadow.

"_Don't want to be alone~"_

Before even the last word reached her, April had already risen to her feet. She could feel the blood rushing to her head, the sound of it roaring in her ears.

It was all too much. April had enough and meant to catch that woman tonight, no matter what it took. Rushing to the door, April didn't bother with her shoes or a flashlight. A hint of caution crept into her thoughts at the last minute and she opened the door quietly, determined that tonight would be a solo mission.

As soon as the meadow was within view, April saw the woman. She seemed closer to the house than she had before, as though she too was resolved to facing April.

"_Come to me~"_

April started forward, traipsing across the hard ground in just her stockinged feet. Her eyes never left the woman, who seemed to float closer with every step April took.

"_Yes, you are the one~"_

Abrupt realization hit April then. She wasn't hearing the woman with her ears, she was hearing the woman in her head.

"_Who are you? Why are you here?"_ April thought back to her.

The woman didn't answer and April began to run. Was it her imagination, or had the woman lifted her arms and begun to beckon her?

Wet grass slapping her legs was April's first indication that she'd entered the meadow. The mist was thick; much denser than it had been on the two previous nights. Though she tried to keep the woman in sight, each time her feet hit an uneven spot her eyes were jolted from her target.

Just as she was within a few feet of the woman, a hidden patch of bind weed wrapped itself around April's ankles. It yanked her to a stop, nearly catapulting April onto her face. Only the balance she'd been taught in her kunoichi training saved her from another fall in the meadow, but when she got herself loose and looked up, the woman was gone.

"No!" April cried aloud. Then in her mind she called, _"Come back!"_

There was the hint of a whisper nearby and the mist lifted and then settled, as though something had run through it. April spun in a circle, searching all around her without catching a glimpse of the mysterious woman.

April thought she saw movement in the direction of the farmhouse and turned, seeing nothing. Releasing a deep breath of frustration, April tried speaking with her mind again.

"_You've come here for a reason," _April said with her mind, pushing her thoughts outward as she swiveled round to survey the meadow. _"What do you want?"_

Just as with the previous two nights, there was nothing. The woman had chosen to disappear again, repeating her now nightly performance.

There wasn't anything April could do, much as she hated that feeling. One last time, she cried out, _"What do you want?"_ Silence.

Biting her lip, April finally gave up and turned around.

The woman stood two steps in front of her. Hair and gown dripping wet, she lifted her head, presenting a face that was distorted and garish looking.

"_You."_

TBC…..


End file.
